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Presentation overview

1. What is cultural literacy?  What is science literacy?

2. Two threats to climate literacy today

3. A brief review of audiences and objectives

4. NOAA Climate Program Office’s two-pronged 
strategy for climate communications
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Part I

What is cultural literacy?

What is scientific literacy?



“Cultural Literacy is the knowledge 
that educated people, at a given 
time and in a given place, assume 
that other people possess.”  

“Scientific Literacy is the matrix of 
knowledge needed to understand 
enough about the physical 
universe to deal with issues that 
come across our horizon, in the 
news or elsewhere.” 

— Dr. James Trefil
Theoretical Physicist, George Mason U.
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What is science literacy?  It is 
not a measure of what you 
know?  Rather, science literacy 
is a measure of your ability to 
gather information and to discern 
credible from non-credible 
sources.

— Dr. Jean Mayer
Former president of Tufts University
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Part II

Two threats to climate literacy today



Science under attack: ‘FUD’ campaigns

Michaels, David: “Doubt is Their Product.” Scientific American. June 2005, page 96.

7



Science under attack:  media ‘balance as bias’

“Media coverage can send the message to readers and 
viewers that the science is uncertain without ever 
mentioning the word uncertainty in stories.  All that may be 
necessary to deliver that perception are competing scientific 
views without any sense of how the evidence lines up.  The 
message of the traditional balanced account may be, ‘Well, 
who knows what’s really true?’ even when a story reports on 
a controversy in which both science and society have 
agreed that truth lies more firmly on one side than on the 
other.”

—Julia Corbett and Jessica Durfee 
Science Communication (2004)
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“Reality must take precedence   
over public relations for 
nature cannot be fooled.”

— Dr. Richard Feynman
Physicist
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Part III

A brief review of American publics



Good news / bad news about the state 
of public science literacy*
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*Miller, J.D. (2008): “Civic Scientific Literacy: The role of the media in the electronic era.” White paper presented 
at AAAS Conference.
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Published by the U.S. Global 
Change Research Program, this 
guide presents essential principles 
of climate science to help people 
understand Earth’s climate system, 
implications of climate change, and 
provides context for understanding 
adaptation and mitigation options.

www.globalchange.gov/resources/educators/climate-literacy

U.S. Climate Literacy Guide



Network news
Local TV news
CNN
Cable news
Reads newspaper
Gets news online
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*Miller, J.D. (2008): “Civic Scientific Literacy: The role of the media in the electronic era.” White paper 
presented at AAAS Conference.
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Survey of TV meteorologists on climate change*
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Leiserowitz, A., Maibach, E., & Roser-Renouf, C. & Smith, N. (2010) Global Warming’s Six Americas, June 

2010.  Yale U. and George Mason U.  New Haven, CT: Yale Project on Climate Change.

Global Warming’s ‘Six Americas’ 
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Comparing the Publics’ Risk Perceptions

*Source:  A. Leiserowitz, Yale U., October 2003 (n = 2,189) 
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Comparing the Publics’ Policy Support

*Source:  A. Leiserowitz, Yale U., October 2003 (n = 2,189) 
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Comparing the Publics’ Egalitarian Values

*Source:  A. Leiserowitz, Yale U., October 2003 (n = 2,189) 
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Comparing the Publics’ Trust in Sources

*Source:  A. Leiserowitz, Yale U., October 2003 (n = 2,189) 

How much do you trust the following groups to tell you the truth about global warming?



“Dialog is the single most underutilized 
tool in the public affairs portfolio, and 
the one most likely to yield the greatest 
long-term credibility and success in the 
communications arena of the 21st 
century. ”

—Daniel Yankelovich
CEO, author, media & marketing research pioneer



Part IV

NOAA Climate Communications Strategy
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The who - start at the audience interface
and work backward into the agency 

Public Continuum Educators Data Users Policy Leaders

NOAA Climate Service

NOAA Virtual 
Teams

Target 
Audiences

NOAA
NOAA 

Coastal
Marine 

Fisheries

National Weather 
Service

NOAA 
Org
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Two-pronged strategy for building
relationships with our publics

Climate Outreach 
Personnel

Climate.gov 
Portal

Dialog sessions 
with select 

priority publics

Our 
Priority 
Publics



NOAA’s Climate Services Portal
http://www.climate.gov

The NCS Portal Prototype 
provides a well-integrated, 
online presentation of NOAA’s 
climate data & services. 

The prototype features four 
audience-focused sections:

• ClimateWatch for the public

• Data & Services for scientists 
and data users

• Understanding Climate for 
policy leaders

• Education for educators & 
students

The Dashboard is a data-
driven synoptic overview of the 
state of the global climate 
system.

Past Weather allows users to 
easily retrieve weather data for 
any given location & date. 



NOAA’s New ClimateWatch Magazine
http://www.climatewatch.noaa.gov

An online magazine 
written and designed in a 
popular style. Goal is to 
grow an attentive public 
to NOAA & climate.

Contains 3 types of 
content:

• Articles and stories

• Images with captions & 
annotations

• Videos with scientists’ 
commentaries

Features social media 
tools for subscriptions & 
RSS feeds, content 
rating, forward to a 
friend, and forms for 
facilitated feedback.
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Just as a dashboard gives instant information on the status 
of a vehicle’s various systems, NOAA’s Global Climate 
Dashboard presents an overview of the current state of 
Earth’s climate system in historical context.  

The Dashboard is designed for people seeking a synoptic 
view about what we know about climate variability and 
change, particularly policy leaders.

Adjustable sliders up top allow users to focus on the time 
period of interest. 

Hover cursor over graphs to produce brief “tool-tip” snippets 
stating what each parameter is showing.

Click on graphs to jump to more detailed landing pages with 
more details produced in a popular style.

Future plans include:

- Adding future climate scenarios out to 2100.

- Making graphs more interactive, using MultiGraph

-Rewriting Dashboard as an appliance that can be 
syndicated / hosted by others.

NCS Portal Dashboard
http://www.climate.gov
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